Going wild over turkeys is a November tradition

As Thanksgiving agpproaches, it seemsfitting to
contemplate the wild turkey as the nationa symbol
that it nearly became. Just after signing the
Declaration of Independence, the Continental
Congress gppointed a three-member committee to
design a nationa sed. Thomas Jefferson, John
Adams and Benjamin Franklin al had different
ideas;, noneincluded the bald eagle. Franklin wanted
the wild turkey as the nationd bird and was disap-
pointed by the decison madein 1782 to use the bald
eagle, ashefdt that the bald eagle was of “bad moral
character.” Despite this choice to overlook the wild
turkey, it ill runshighin our nationa attention every
November.

A*down-to-earth” sort of bird

Anyonethat walks, runs, or cyclesthe roads sur-
rounding the Laboratory may be familiar with a
heavily feathered rush of round-bellied birds flying
suddenly and low across the road. With this low
flight display, it's not a surprise that the wild turkey
(Meleagris gallopavo) belongs to the order
Galliformes (ground-nesting fowl). Except for roost-
ing, it gpends its time on the ground. Although the
turkey doesn't fly often nor far, it reaches flying
speeds of 45-50 mph; it
adso has a respectable
15-mph running speed.

Thewildturkey isa
highly gregarious flock-
ing bird; it's not a rare
experienceto seealarge
group of turkeys stand-
ing together in afield or
aong the roadside.
Breeding behavior is
triggered with lengthen-
ing daylight in winter; males (tomsor gobblers) gob-
ble and display for females (hens). The henslay an
egg a day until reaching a clutch size of 10-12
eggs. Incubation is about 28 days and precocia
poults quickly learn survival skills by imprinting
on their mother and learning her behaviors. They
fly and roost in trees by two weeks, reach adult
size by three to four months and achieve sexual
maturity by one year.

Wild turkeys look for two key componentsin
their habitat: trees and open grassands. The trees
provide food, nighttime roost sites and cover;
grasslands provide well-covered forage and nest-
ing areas. Wild turkeys are omnivores and they
consume a wide variety of plants (including agri-
cultural crops) and animals (largely invertebrates).
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Left: Wild turkeys investigating a new
habitat, parking lots. Above: A dis-
playing wild turkey (Meleagris
gallopavo).

Ancther Californian not from California

Although the wild turkey is native to North
Americaand occurs widdy across the United States, it
wasnot present in Cdiforniaat thetime of European s&t-
tlement. Like many of us, thewild turkey is yet ancther
trangolant (non-native). To complicate matters, wild
turkeys are comprised of Sx subspecies, of which
Cdifornia is now home to three the Rio Grande,
Merriam's, and eagtern turkeys. A “Cdifornia Hybrid”
aso occurs, aresult of subspeciesinterbreeding.

The firg known introduction of a wild turkey to
Cdiforniaoccurred in 1877 by privaterancherson Santa
Cruz Idand. Beginning in 1908, the Cdifornia
Depatment of Fish and Game (CDFG) purpossfully
released turkeysto establish populaions acrossthe Sate.
A breeding stock was used for periodic releases; these

domesticated birds lacked the survival and reproduction
kills necessary for thewild. In 1951, the CDFG moved
to a program of wild turkey relesses (capture and
trandocation of wild birds), which proved successful a
egablishing sugtainable populations. It relessad nearly
3,000 and 950 turkeys between 1959-1933 and 1989
1999, respectively. Edimates show that the birds now
occupy goproximatey 29,000 square miles (185 per-
cent) of the satewith adengty of 8.3 turkeys per square
mile (gpproximetely 242,000 wild turkeys).

Popular game spediesar unpopular nonnative nuisance?

Thewildturkey isthelargest gamebird inthe Sate.
Maintaining this species for hunters and wildlife view-
ing is an important objective for the CDFG; sport hunt-
ing for wild turkey is popular and highly valued.

Higoricdly, the firg open season for hunting wild
turkey occurred in 1968 (one county). As turkeys
became more abundant, hunting season opened across
remaining counties. By 1979, two-seeson (fdl and
soring) hunting occurred across the date However,
Spring season hunting is considered more biologicaly
sugtainable for wild turkey populations. A harvest of up
to 30 percent of maes in sring is not consdered to
effect turkey population growth, yet harvesing more
than 10 percent of the fal population often results in
population declines (due to harvesting femdes). As a
result, Cdifornia changed its hunting regulations in
1998, to encourage pring hunting. By careful manage-
ment of the spring and fal hunting seasons, the CDFG
can ensure sudanable populations across Cdifornia,
without requiring further releases.

Yd, the didribution of turkeys varies quite a bit
across the gate. High dengties of turkeys can have neg-
ative impactsin resdentid, agriculturd and park lands.
The turkey, once nominated for satus as our nationd
bird, is often conddered a nuisance; it damages gar-
dens and landscaping, defecates in public aress,
exhibits aggressive behavior and incurs agricultura
depredation. It eats wine grapes, athough video cam-
eras prove other species adso are to blame. Findly,
parks have a mandate to promote and protect native
species, conflicts therefore arise with nonnative
turkeys.

The wild turkey presents a common conundrum
for environmental agencies who must balance their
efforts to ensure sustainable populations of species
for recregtional purposes while minimizing their
detrimental effects. For wild turkey management, this
means reducing populations in problematic areas
while enhancing populations in other areas. You can
help this management effort by not feeding turkeys,
not releasing domestic turkeys and by celebrating the
turkey on Thanksgiving as* national bird” for the day.



